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FOREWORD BY FRANTIŠEK LANGER

MY BROTHER JIŘÍ

To write this book my brother Jiří Langer had to transport himself from the living reality of the twentieth century into the mystical and ecstatic atmosphere of the Middle Ages. Nor could this be effected merely in a metaphorical way, on the wings of fantasy. It had to begin with the reality of purchasing a railway ticket at a station in Prague to a little place in eastern Galicia. This was very easy to do, for at the beginning of this century the Austrian Monarchy was still in existence, linking together a variety of distances and nations. Thus it was that after twenty-four hours of travel, or a little longer, in a dirty train, Jiří found himself five hundred kilometers away to the east, and simultaneously two, or even five, centuries back in time. A lad from the beautiful city of Prague, a lad from a Jewish family accustomed to a twentieth-century environment with all the advantages of modern town life, had taken up his abode among fellow believers living as a little nation entirely on their own, beyond some inner frontier, and hence all the more inaccessible to time and space. They were a people who had their own religion and languages, their own traditions and history, their own education, a people who had retained ancient customs, disputes, and quarrels, who cherished superstitions and backward ideas, some of which belonged to earliest times, often as far back as four thousand years ago. They were a people who had rejected everything spiritual and material that the contemporary present or their surroundings, whether near or distant, could give them–all those practical advantages that the new age had brought. The inventions of this new age, as far as they were concerned, ended presumably with the printing of books and the pleasures of tobacco. The most devout communities in these chasidic colonies lived their lives in an unbroken mystical trance, a state of unending ecstasy entirely beyond time, space, and matter. A traveler who wished to visit these strange people would not find the journey in any way difficult, but should he desire to meet them face-to-face, to lose himself among them, to live their life and acquire within himself the spirit of the most uplifted of them–an essential prerequisite for the writing of so truthful a book as the present one–his task was indeed both hard and long.

At the turn of the twentieth century Jewish families in central Europe were for the most part lukewarm in the practice of their religion. In fact the way of life in which religion played an important role had ended with our grandfathers. My grandfather on my father’s side lived in a mountain village called Ransko, which had been established a long time ago in the vicinity of an ironworks; the latter was already a mere ruin when I was a child. This ironworks had been built by Cardinal Dietrichstein in the middle of the seventeenth century. From Holland the Cardinal had brought with him his “Hofjude” who came to live at the village. The Hofjude was our most notable forebear. For more than two hundred and fifty years our family lived in the same cottage in this village. I can recall my grandfather vividly, since I often went to visit him and once spent the entire school holidays with him. He was tall and thin, and like all the villagers he was clean-shaven on his cheeks and chin. His shaving, however, was not performed with a razor, which no honest Jew should allow to touch the skin of his face, but with a lime preparation that enabled the beard to be removed by a simple rubbing action. Besides a modest piece of land, he possessed a small shop to which he brought goods on a wheelbarrow from the nearest station; subsequently he acquired some horses and occasionally used to go out trading in a basket-covered cart. I used to see him in the morning tying on his phylacteries; as might be expected, he was perfectly familiar with all the Hebrew prayers that are recited as the phylacteries are put in place; he was even able to write Hebrew. He spoke German reasonably well and his Czech showed the same mountain accent as that of the rest of the villagers. For the services on Fridays, Saturdays, and festivals, he would assemble with the Jews from the surrounding neighborhood in the little township. Grandmother, of course, used to cook strictly kosher food, having retained all the practices prescribed by ritual. Grandfather was as poor as all his neighbors, and apart from his deviations, to which the village had become accustomed, he used to live as they did and in good friendship with them. When he died, the entire population of the village and many of his friends from the countryside accompanied him to the Jewish cemetery in scores of carts–a journey that took the slow funeral procession four hours.

This was the normal pattern of life for Jews in Czech villages toward the end of the last century. Our fathers moved to the towns, taking with them their store of religious customs and their awareness of being Jewish, which they had known at home. The new environment, the new way of life, the daily bustle, and all the secular cares and ideas that pressed in upon them provided no stimulus to their religious feeling and made it difficult for them to keep up some of the old customs. Moreover the townspeople of that time boasted a religious liberalism, which rapidly attracted the Jews who had newly joined this society. This in its turn further weakened their adherence to the faith of their fathers. I remember how, while I was still a child, I used to watch Father every morning bind his phylacteries round his stout arm, but later this ceased to be a regular habit and eventually became a rare one. I do not know whether or not he kept it up after I had left home. As he put on the phylacteries he would read aloud the Hebrew prayers, but he did not understand the words. Fortunately they were accompanied by a good translation. For many years we kept to kosher food, but this was mainly due to Julia, a devout Christian, who during her youth had worked for our aunt, a strict Jewess, and who saw to it that we observed not only the proper regulations regarding food but also other precepts of the Jewish religion. Outwardly Father’s attachment to his faith was to be seen in his regular attendance at the luxuriously appointed synagogue in our suburb of Prague, Královské Vinohrady, in his membership of various Jewish charitable organizations, and in the way in which his heart and hand were open to needy fellow believers. In order to hold his own against competition in business he was obliged to serve behind the counter on Saturdays, but to offset this–it is said that he gave his grandfather a promise to this effect–he refrained from smoking from Friday evening to Saturday evening, in spite of being a heavy smoker. In consequence he was always on edge on a Saturday and quite impossible to deal with.

Father’s family were practical people. Mother’s family hailed from the same part of the countryside but were more refined and cultured. Among her forebears had been a revered rabbi. One of our uncles was a wood engraver, and among our numerous cousins were several doctors, a mathematician, and a poet. We three brothers took after her. Mother herself, poor thing, was deaf, shut up within herself, quiet and gentle, and played a passive, almost invisible role in the life of the family.

On Sunday afternoons Father used to take the whole family out of town. It goes without saying that he sent us children to Czech schools and saw to it that we had Czech books to read from babyhood. He belonged to about ten societies, not excepting the patriotic Sokol movement. Now and again he went to cafés to play cards. In short, he lived like all the small shopkeepers in the particular street where we lived in our suburb of Prague. This adaptation to environment was even more characteristic of the younger generation to which we belonged. At school, in our religious education lessons, we barely succeeded in learning to read the Hebrew letters, but with such lack of thoroughness that in later years I have had to be content to admire these magnificent ancient characters without understanding their import. We learned no more of Jewish history than, for instance, of Roman history, and we imbibed little of the essence and ethics of the Jewish religion. From our homes, too, we acquired little in this respect, and in our particular case almost nothing. My last religious act was reading aloud from the Torah when I became bar mitzvah.

We were surrounded exclusively by rationalistic thought, and the outlook of our entire generation, both Jewish and non-Jewish, was far removed from any feeling for metaphysics. As we were better fed and more hygienically brought up than our fathers, we grew up to be at least a head taller than they and consequently were popular members of a football side or sports team. So long as anti-Semitism did not rear its head too close to us or too noisily, our generation looked upon the register of births as its only link with Jewry. Otherwise it interested itself in all the various questions that stirred the world at that time, or the nation in which it lived, in whose culture it had been brought up and in which it aspired to play a full part. Perhaps our origin helped to endow us with our keen social sense. It was this social sense that made us aware of the suffering of the Jews, wherever it might be throughout the world, just as we were aware of the suffering of all social pariahs.

The Zionists, who at that time were only to be found in small numbers, were radically different from our generation. In their dreams they saw Palestine as a Jewish country, the Jews as a nation, and their religion as a sign of their nationality, just as in due course they expected Hebrew to be. It goes without saying that in Prague, as in the rest of central Europe, there were Jewish families that felt themselves to be in varying degrees more religious than our family and those like it. But on the other hand, there were others who felt themselves to be less religious; such people went so far as to break with the Jewish community and had no qualms about mixed marriages–which horrified even those who set but little store by their religion. Similarly in Prague, apart from the twenty or thirty thousand who were lukewarm in the faith, there still existed circles of believers who were uncompromising in their orthodoxy and who formed in fact a kind of Jewish religious aristocracy. This was quite inevitable in the city that the old Jewish poets had called the “Pearl of Cities” and “Crown of the World,” the city that had been made famous by the Jewish synagogue of the thirteenth century, by the beautiful, poetic, old Jewish cemetery, and that from time immemorial had been a place where countless outstanding Jewish savants had worked. It was in these circles of religious Jews and cultured Judaists that my brother Jiří found a teacher of Hebrew and religious traditions, and an adviser and support in his subsequent study. For this he had to go far away from his family.

Jiří was the youngest of us three brothers. He was born in Prague on the 7th of April 1894. He was six years younger than I, and four years younger than my second brother Josef. Although somewhat of a lonely child in his youth, he was the most robust and healthy of all three of us. He was not a hard worker either at his primary school or at his secondary school. He loved music, at least as a listener, and while still a young student used to go to concerts of serious music. In Prague he had plenty of opportunity for this. He was an omnivorous reader and appreciated a good book. I had just published my first literary work at the time and Jiří looked upon me as an authority who could recommend him what to read. Once–he must have been fifteen at the time–he surprised me by asking which of the Czech poets were mystics. I advised him to read Otokar Březina, one of the greatest of our poets, if somewhat difficult to understand. My brother read all his works and was profoundly taken with them. This could have been my first opportunity of recognizing in which direction his interests were taking him. But it was not until a year or two later, when my brother began to be passionately interested in religious questions, that I was to recognize this to the full. By then, however, it was no longer a matter merely of interest and asking questions; for he was already totally immersed in religion, in the full range of that mystical, abstract, spiritual universe that is called religion.

It was natural enough that it should be the Jewish religion, but it did not have to be. As we saw it, the fact of his becoming caught up in this ecstasy of mysticism was mainly due to the influence of a friend of his, Alfred Fuchs, who like Jiří came of a Jewish family where there was no great enthusiasm for religion. Fuchs was a slim, good-looking fellow, always somewhat of a dreamer but brilliant at his school work. It would seem that it was he who was the first to be attracted to religious mysticism. My brother became infected with his enthusiasm and the two of them turned first to Jewish literature. To this end they learned Hebrew, and it was at this time that I first saw Jiří poring over borrowed Hebrew folios. Subsequently Fuchs came to the conclusion that the Catholic religion had more to offer in the sphere of mysticism, being richer, more varied in form, more inspiring and exhilarating. He set about exploring it with the same ecstatic fervor as he had brought to the Jewish faith. For the most part he studied the old Latin Christian texts. This caused the two young men to part company, a separation that was further emphasized when Fuchs, who was not a man to be content with half measures, accepted baptism. A passionate convert, he became a profound religious thinker and courageous Catholic philosopher. During the German occupation he was arrested by the Gestapo when he was at a monastery. He was cruelly tortured, both on account of his Jewish origin and because of the saintly devotion that he showed to the faith he had embraced. In the years immediately after the war there was even talk of his being canonized.

After some initial uncertainty my brother continued to feel himself drawn toward the Jewish religion. It was not long before he was concentrating all his powers on the study of Jewish teaching, traditional commandments, and customs, delving into all manner of ancient rites and preoccupying himself with details that bordered on superstition. It would seem to me that in this earlier stage of his development, religious ritual held a greater attraction for him than did the actual content of the religious idea. He only came to understand the latter in the course of his study of the vast folios of the Talmud, which he would sit over night after night, his hat on his head, reading aloud in a low voice. He made a point of observing all religious practices in a very ostentatious way and devoted himself to his new study so completely that he entirely ceased to go to school. He would escape from the family atmosphere around him by shutting himself up in the wrapped silence of the hermit, as though he found worldly things unworthy of his attention. He renounced all the normal pleasures of a young man–friends, sport, and even the Czech Philharmonic concerts. As for me, I was able to consider his behavior from two different points of view. As a medical student in my final years of study, I could only suppose that his was a case of belated adolescent psychopathy, which I hoped was a mere passing phenomenon. As a writer I had come to think of him as the Dreamer of the Ghetto. Father would give him a paternal homily every day, entreating him to think of the practical side of life, of his future, and urging him to be wise and return to school. Jiří would listen without making the least murmur of protest, almost craven in his silence. Father became slightly reconciled to the eccentric behavior of his son when on one occasion the latter was greeted with respect by a wealthy Jew of some distinction, who had been decorated with all manner of official titles and was moreover the head of the fraternity of undertakers. This gentleman congratulated him on his son and declared that the day would surely come when he would be an eminent Jewish scholar and the pride of Prague’s Jewry. After this Jiří was more free to live his modest, solitary existence at home.

In 1913, my brother packed a small suitcase with a few essential clothes, some books, and his phylacteries, and set out on a journey. He told no one save Julia, to whom he confided, that he was going to Galicia and would be writing home about his journey. He had always been close to her and she to him, perhaps because each, albeit in different ways, was a sincere believer. It was only after a few weeks had gone by that a postcard arrived. It came from eastern Galicia, from the town of Belz, and asked us not to worry for he was quite well and would be there for some time. This, then, was his first journey to the chasidim, his first sojourn among them, as he himself describes it in his introduction to Nine Gates.

In this introduction he also outlines the reasons why he was at first unable to endure life at Belz, why he returned, and what it was that drove him home: the isolation from the world, the ignorance, backwardness, and dirt that he found there, and perhaps too the sad, marshy countryside. In other words, it might have been expected that his return to Prague, with its civilization and other advantages, would be an occasion of great rejoicing for him. With what abandon he would embrace his parents! Perhaps on the very first day he would want to go to gaze on the Vltava and the magnificent panorama of the Hradčany. Perhaps he would travel to the mountains and the forests, fragrant with the scent of resin, so different from the plains of Galicia with their swamps and stench of stagnant water. On Friday evening he would visit the glorious synagogue at Vinohrady, with its thousand lights shining on the ornaments that his own uncle had gilded and its five hundred silken top hats on the heads of worthy, well-to-do be-lievers, with the organ playing in the choir and the solo sung in Hebrew by a Christian singer from the German theater.

His return, however, was not on this wise. Father told me with a note of horror in his voice that Jiří had returned. I understood what had filled him with dread as soon as I saw my brother. He stood before me in a frayed, black overcoat, clipped like a caftan, reaching from his chin to the ground. On his head he wore a broad round hat of black velvet, thrust back toward his neck. He stood there in a stooping posture; his whole face and chin were covered with a red beard, and side whiskers in front of his ears hung in ringlets down to his shoulders. All that remained to be seen of his face was some white, unhealthy skin and eyes that at moments appeared tired and at others feverish. My brother had not come back from Belz, to home and civilization; he had brought Belz with him.

Now he added a sharper edge to the customs that he had been in the habit of observing before he went to the East. To some of these he gave a different significance, and there were other new ones that he had brought back with him. He no longer washed his hands before every meal, as any God-fearing and hygienically minded person would do. Instead, he made this a mere symbolical act, pouring water alternately on to his two palms from a cup. He would not shake hands with women–I do not know if he made an exception to this rule when he was welcomed by Mother–and whenever he spoke to a woman, even our old Julia, he would turn his back on her. He said his prayers aloud, in a singsong voice, running round the room in a sort of trance. Now even the kosher food provided at Prague’s restaurants was suspect, as far as he was concerned. He used to cook various mashes at home on a spirit stove, but his staple diet was bread and onions, which could be smelled all over the house.

It was both possible and necessary to adopt a tolerant attitude toward what happened within the four walls of our home. But the situation was more difficult when he left the house, for his attire, his way of doing his hair, and his gait, which resembled a vigorous double, drew people’s attention to him and made him the laughing-stock of the street, the effects of which were felt by our entire family. For the last three generations, when the Jews had been allowed to live outside the confines of the ghetto, those in our part of the world had not looked in any way different in their outward appearance from other citizens. On the other hand, the Jews who lived in the eastern part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, in territory occupied by the Poles and White Russians, still used to wear the gloomy caftan, hat, and other items peculiar to their folk costume. In Prague one only occasionally saw a Galician Jew wearing this outfit–usually in a very shabby state–when he was on his way through the city or had come to beg. On the other hand, it was far from being a rare sight in the luxury Bohemian spas of Karlovy Vary and Mariánské Lázně, where in the high season they were to be seen in large numbers. These however were rich Jews, their black caftans were of silk and flowed like robes, their side-whiskers were decoratively curled down their cheeks, and their beards, which varied from reddish and black to ermine white, were beautifully combed and wavy, like those of the biblical patriarchs in the churches. These people went to receive treatment for livers upset by heavy kosher food, with its goose delicacies. At the Czech spas they were welcomed as good-paying, exotic guests, albeit not so rare and substantial as the Maharajahs from the Orient. But the appearance of a solitary Polish Jew on the streets of Vinohrady in 1913, belonging to a well-known Vinohrady family, positively cried out to be noticed.

Needless to say, such exhibitionism, whether religious or otherwise, was exceedingly embarrassing to all of us at home. Like the rest of the Jewish community, our family had completely assimilated itself to all the outward signs and customs of our neighborhood. Would not Jiří’s appearance now make us all seem guilty of pretense and hypocrisy? I do not know what interpretation our neighbors put on his behavior, but I rather presume that they tapped their foreheads knowingly. It seems to me that my brother’s get-up scared my father and his strata of society in yet another way. It disturbed his feeling for security and permanence; maybe it aroused in him memories of stories, long since forgotten, about the misery and congestion of the ghetto, of a life without rights and freedom, of an existence full of humiliation and injustice. This was no mere concern about the conventions or business interests. It was a specter from the past that had come among us; somebody risen from the dead had come to warn us. I can well imagine all these feelings that his presence aroused. A quarter of a century later millions of Jews were to experience this when they had to wear on their coats the yellow badge prescribed by Hitler.

The attitude of our family to Jiří seemed to us at the time to resemble the situation in Kafka’s novel, Die Verwandlung, in which an entire family finds its way of life completely upset when the son of the house is suddenly changed into an enormous cockroach, and consequently has to be hidden from the rest of the world, while the family strive in vain to find some place for him in their affections. At least Father tried to find a practical solution. He requested a rabbi in Vinohrady, a sensitive, erudite doctor of philosophy, to talk to Jiří, hoping that a religious authority of such consequence would lead my brother to modify his ways. But Jiří refused even to speak to this man; he looked upon him as an atheist who read the daily newspapers and other matter not printed in the Hebrew alphabet. However, after some time, he did make some modifications in his behavior to suit the requirements of Prague. He had his coat cut somewhat shorter, so that it was not very different from an overcoat, he started wearing an ordinary black hat that he no longer placed far back on his head, he plaited his side-whiskers and smoothed them behind his ears. It is probable that he was advised to do this by his Jewish friends in Prague, whom he once again sought out and who supplied him with the kabbalistic literature that he had come to know among the chasidim. But he made no change in his habits at home and hardly even came into contact with the rest of us. He would answer when we spoke to him, but he would not start a conversation himself. Perhaps his isolation was our own fault in that we did not know how to cope with it. Sometimes we would express sympathy in what we said to him, sometimes we would make appeal to reason, often impatiently and forcefully, whereas Jiří would probably have wanted us to behave as though his behavior was quite natural. No doubt our behavior in his eyes was below the level of naturalness. Under such circumstances, of course, it was difficult for us to find a common meeting ground. Not even many years later would he explain to me what he felt and thought at that time. He would not admit that being a mystic and visionary, who had renounced all that this world has to offer and had soared aloft into higher spheres, he felt the pride of one who is merely waiting for the call to sainthood, and had a fundamental contempt for us ignorant, coarse individuals who were tied to material things. Years afterward he would merely wave his hands with a smile as if he did not wish to disturb a dream of the past.

He stayed on at home for a short time and then prepared his suitcase for a second journey to his chasidim. This time his exultation was so intense that it communicated itself to those around him. He bade a very warm farewell to us all. He was overcome with joy–but I was not to learn this until I read his book–for the rabbi of Belz had appeared to him in our kitchen and had invited him to come to him.

He had only been a few months at Belz when the First World War broke out in 1914. The rabbi of Belz and his entire court found themselves in the midst of a battlefield, but fortunately were able to escape to Hungary. Here Jiří received his call-up papers. Subsequently he had to go to Prague to join up in the Army. At that time I was on the Eastern Front as a doctor. In 1915 I happened to have my first leave. I came home and found that Jiří had but recently been sent to the Army prison. He had made life in the Army very difficult for himself. In the barracks he used to get up an hour before reveille, while it was still night, so as to be able to say his prayers properly and eat his bread and onions, since he would not allow anything from the Army kitchen to pass his lips. All this the Army would have allowed him to do. But since a strict Jew is not permitted to carry anything on a Saturday, he refused to handle his rifle on that day or do any work at all. Naturally the court martial took a very serious view of this, and my brother made things all the worse for himself by declining to answer their questions, or indeed to speak at all. I arrived just in time and was able to furnish the doctors responsible for examining the state of his mind with firsthand information and evidence as to his previous behavior, with the result that they sent him home as a mental case. But Jiří was convinced that the rabbi of Belz had performed a miracle and delivered him from military service. When I told him of my part in his deliverance, he declared that the miracle might have consisted in the fact of my having succeeded in getting leave from the front–which could of course have been true.

After this the war kept us apart from each other for five years. I spent the first part of this period in those regions where Jiří had previously lived. The war swept through the Galician villages, churning them into mud or sending them up in flames. I saw the Jewish, chasidic settlements, and the infinite misery, agony, and despair of their inhabitants who had no idea why all this destruction and murder was going on and why, in particular, it should have fallen on their heads. They fled in desperation, on foot, with bundles on their backs, or pushed before them, on wheelbarrows, a few bedclothes and cooking utensils. A few of them made better pace on carts pulled by emaciated horses, loaded up with children and some miserable personal possessions. Years later it was difficult for me to compare these heart-searing pictures of frenzied horror with that naive, carefree, almost childish state of bliss in which they had lived before this catastrophe and was the underlying feature of the entire life of the chasidim, as my brother has shown in his book.

After his discharge from the Army, Jiří returned to the rabbi of Belz and spent the rest of the war with him, far removed from the front. In the autumn of 1918, when the Austrian Monarchy fell, my brother’s friends at Belz became subjects of the new Polish Republic and my brother of the new Czechoslovak Republic. Each returned to his home, henceforth separated from each other by new State boundaries. I did not meet Jiří until 1920, when I returned from the Army. To my surprise his outward appearance was, one might say, entirely European. His attitude to his family had also become more or less normal. He asked with great interest about my adventures during the war and told me of his experiences. But he had in no wise given up his feeling for religion, nor had he relinquished any of his former religious practices or those that he had taken over from the chasidim. When speaking to a woman, for instance, he always faced sideways and would on no account shake hands with her. But he no longer wore a hat all the time; at home he wore the velvet rabbi’s cap instead, and there was no longer any sign of side-whiskers. For food he went to a chasidic restaurant in Prague–some groups of the chasidim had succeeded in reestablishing themselves–and at home, as before, he cooked himself mash on a stove. He was no longer so obstinate as before the war. He would often call me to come and see how tasty his food was.

I received my greatest surprise, however, when I saw what was now occupying his attention. The books he was studying were not printed in Hebrew, but in Czech and German, and he was studying something other than the Talmud. This time it was the writings of Sigmund Freud and his disciples. He had collected all their works so far published and everything that had appeared in Imago, the official psychoanalytical journal. We now had in Freud plenty of material to discuss together, except that I was at the time more interested in Freud from the literary point of view. For me his teaching was in the nature of an utterly fantastic hypothesis, whereas my brother accepted Freud’s discoveries as axioms with scientific validity. He began to use Freudian methods in analyzing the essential meaning of the practices observed in Jewish ritual and in Jewish cults, applying them to his search for the subconscious sources of Jewish mysticism and the actual origin of the religious idea. It was a most remarkable spectacle to see him studying, a scientific work of the great psychoanalyst open in one hand and at his other hand an open folio of the Talmud, or more often some mystical work such as the Zohar.

He published the results of his new interest in 1923, in a book called Die Erotik der Kabbala, and subsequently in various articles printed in Imago. These appeared in German. Up to that time little had been known about Freud in Bohemia. Still less had any one concerned himself with any special connection that might be traced between psychoanalysis and Jewish religious teaching. It surprised me that in his writings Jiří did not hesitate to link the Jewish religion, and its origin, with the archaic phenomena of fetishes, totems, and taboos in which Freud had traced the prehistoric consciousness of human social relations and laws. He did not hesitate to mention quasi-sacred Jewish symbols, such as the phylacteries or mezuzahs (doorpost signs), in connection with the most primitive idols in the form of sexual symbols that had figured in the cults of prehistoric man. Like Freud, he even went so far as to ascribe an erotic derivation to the most spiritual laws and the supreme ethos of the Jewish faith. It seemed to me as a layman that any Orthodox Jew would find much that was heretical and blasphemous in these inferences. And yet I saw that Jiří came to these conclusions in total innocence, that he received as much pleasure as the old commentators from each discovery he made in his study of the Talmud. I do not doubt that it was his unrealizable ideal that he should be permitted to write down these notions, that is, to print them in small letters at the side of the Talmud text and win thereby honor and glory as his predecessors had done.

I do not remember how his book was reviewed or whether in fact it attracted any attention at all in Prague. At all events his work did not cause him any difficulties, and his piety and reputation for learning led to his being appointed as a teacher at the Jewish College in Prague. Father above all was delighted that his son should at last have obtained permanent employment. With his pupils, I am told, he was a great favorite since he was easy-going and always full of humor. He was less liked, however, by the school’s Board of Governors since he was very offhand and unpunctual. His lessons never started on time, and if his attention was taken up with something that he was working on privately, he might even fail to put in an appearance for several days on end. In consequence he frequently had differences with the school authorities and on several occasions was given notice; however, the authorities invariably had pity on him and took him back. On one of his enforced holidays he made a journey to Palestine. He went more as a historian than a pilgrim or would-be settler. He returned deeply affected by the beauties of the country and the efforts being made by the pioneers of a Jewish homeland, but it was clear that the roots he had put down in Prague would hold him fast. He made another journey to Paris, where he stayed for several weeks. It is to be presumed that he spent most of his time in museums since he said nothing of the other delights of the city. Finally he gave up teaching altogether. This involved him in no hardship for he could live with his parents. Moreover, I had a decent income from my plays and my brother Josef was well enough off; consequently we were able to provide for his needs reasonably generously. He also earned some money himself on his articles and translations. He had great talent as a linguist. Besides his mother tongue he was completely at home in Hebrew and Yiddish. He had an excellent knowledge of Aramaic, Arabic, German, French, and English, and was able to read a number of other languages without the aid of a dictionary. On one occasion I remember seeing him leaning over some large photographs of stone slabs covered with cuneiform writing that he was in the process of deciphering. He wrote Hebrew and published a book of his verses in Prague under the title Pijjutim ve-Shire Jedidut (Poems and Songs of Friendship), and I understand that he was able to speak in the classical language of the Bible. It is interesting that this was the first book of Hebrew verses to be printed at the Jewish printing-works in Old Prague for a whole century.

All this time he remained as deeply religious as before, and there is no reason to suppose that he infringed any commandments of his faith. Such practices as he allowed himself to give up were those that savored of bigotry or were of minor importance. Thus, for instance, after many years, he ceased to look upon a bath merely as a ritualistic rite and saw it as a hygienic necessity. He not only shook hands with women but acquired a reputation for being very courteous, especially to old ladies. He even took great pains with his clothing. However, when he came to visit me he would only drink coffee and never stay to supper. He continued to eat at the kosher restaurants in Prague, some of which were excellent. He read a great deal and was familiar with all the latest works of any consequence in world literature. He went to the theater and never failed to come to my first nights. It goes without saying that he often went to concerts. He even started playing the violin; he had a teacher to instruct him in the basic principles and then went on to teach himself. He must have had remarkable talent. I never remember him playing from music. Above all he liked to walk about his room and improvise highly inventive variations on themes from the classical composers, from Jewish and Black hymns, Czech music, and Slovak songs. He played with a pure tone, with ease and passion, showing a marked fondness for stormy rhythms that he picked out with his bow like a gypsy. In summer he liked to go for a swim in the river, and in winter he would go skating. The latter was a sport in which he excelled, and I often used to go with the children to the frozen Vltava to watch their uncle skating, dancing on the ice, and showing off his skill. I understand that he even wrote an instruction book on figure-skating. He said nothing to me about this and I have not been able to find a copy since, which leads me to suppose that it was written under a pseudonym. By this time he no longer lived a hermit existence. He had a number of friends, whom I did not meet, and sometimes he would come home in high spirits in the early hours of the morning. During the war he had made friends with Franz Kafka, and the two men used to go for walks together in Prague. Kafka evidently found Jiří a kindred spirit; his diary contains several chasidic myths and legends that he had heard from Jiří. He retained his former equable and patient nature side by side with the carefree attitude toward material things which he had taken over from the chasidim. He seasoned all these good qualities with humor and accepted his lack of success as a teacher and frequent unemployment with equanimity.

After 1930 he began publishing some of his chasidic stories and legends. They came out in the Jewish Calendar, one each year. Written in Czech, they were very different from the learned kabbalistic literature, destined for a handful of experts, such as he found at home. These stories were written for the ordinary reader, especially the Czech reader. Their purpose was to tell him something different about the Jews from that which Nazi anti-Semitism was endeavoring to smuggle across the Czechoslovak frontiers. Finally they were a work of the heart and not of the brain; they had their roots in personal experience, relationships, and love. They required the full poetic resources of the language and it was therefore natural that my brother should tell them in the language that came most easy to him, his mother tongue.

It was not until the year 1935 that Jiří brought me the bulky sheaf of pages that first bore the title “Nine Gates.” His sketches had grown into a complete book, he told me, but he was afraid that his style was far from perfect. As an experienced writer I should be able to put right what was clumsy in his work.

No sooner had I started reading than I forgot all about any idea of improving the style. I was caught up by all the different events and happenings described in the narrative and was completely carried away by the exotic fantasy and originality they revealed. I read on and on. There was nothing misty or difficult to fathom in the mysticism of the book, and far from the various miracles and wonders, which were knitted into the story, being overcharged with pathos and unduly removed from reality, they were, so to speak, tailored to human proportions; they made an endearing appeal. The legends told of saints, wonder-working rabbis, capable of performing such miracles but at the same time living in an almost intimate relationship with the Lord, so much so that they could even afford to be insolent to Him. In this setting any miracles that God might perform seemed to be nothing more than a little neighborly assistance. The stories told of the little chasidim, the special children of God, who by virtue of their infinite piety had the rare privilege of being allowed, through their saints, to ask for anything they needed for life from a favorable heaven. But at the same time their lives were so humble and their requests were in the same character; in consequence the little things they asked could be granted to them without any miracle; it was all beautifully human and earthly.

It was only when I had had my fill of the content that I began to give some thought to the style, as my brother had requested. Could it be that he had any doubts on this score? It seemed to me in every line that the magic effect of his legends lay precisely in the fact that they were told in such a bewitching way. The least change in tone or cadence, in the light touch and artless simplicity of the book, in the choice and arrangement of the words, would have taken away something of the appeal. The author had combined deft naivety, which is the basis of all Jewish anecdotes, with that refined simplicity that is a characteristic gift of the greatest Jewish artists, such as Heine or Chagall. Jiří had laced his narrative throughout with two threads. One was the smiling skepticism of a very adult human being narrating to children the unbelievable miracles performed by fairy-tale rabbis. The other, contemporary thread was that of the trusting listener who with the gullibility of a child believes absolutely in every word he hears. The stories were told naturally, vividly, personally; you could almost see the author’s mimicking, gesticulations, and smiles, and the roguish wink in his eye, as he spoke direct from mouth to ear, with all the pauses, cadences, pianissimos, and fortissimos; it was as though the storyteller were sitting immediately in front of his listeners in some oriental bazaar. Moreover, the manner in which the book was put together corresponded to its content; naïve verses with assonances stood at the head of each set of stories and served as a sort of musical intermezzo. The book formed a complete whole and had all the atmosphere of a chasidic Thousand and One Nights.

In other words, no need for corrections. What was necessary was a suitable publisher. It was some time before we could find one, so that the book did not appear until 1937, in the midst of the disturbances that had already begun to shake Europe. It aroused great interest among Czech readers. At a different period its original theme and superb narrative skill would have ensured its running into further editions, and it would certainly have been translated into other languages. As it was, the impending events, which shortly became actual events, caused it to be limited to the original edition. Eighteen months after publication, during the Nazi occupation, the book was classified among the monstrosities of art, and the edition was destroyed. Only a few copies survived, hidden away by their devoted readers from the house-to-house inspections. Today each copy of Devět Bran (Nine Gates) is a much prized rarity.

Another way in which Jiří met the need to tell his compatriots, at such a crucial period of history, something truthful about the Jews, as he had done in Nine Gates, was by writing a popular book about the Talmud and its origin. He selected and translated into Czech a hundred examples of old Jewish wisdom from the Talmud, the humanism of whose commandments was so directly opposed to the brutalities of Nazi racialism. To acquaint the Czech reader with the great literature of the Jews, he translated into Czech a selection from the Hebrew poets of the eleventh to the eighteenth centuries. All verse is extremely difficult to translate, and these ancient Jewish poets with their numerous archaisms and many departures from classical forms presented exceptional problems. Nevertheless, it seems to me that Jiří, who was intimately acquainted with the subtleties of both Czech and Hebrew and who wrote poetry in both languages, has succeeded in preserving in his translation the beauty of the old poetry and has also retained that specific Jewish quality that differentiates the Hebrew lyric poets and minnesingers from their Christian contemporaries. This book of poems, called Songs of the Rejected, first appeared in 1937 and was republished in February 1939. The selection includes a translation of the mournful elegy written by Avigdor Karo, a Prague doctor who was one of the few Jews to survive the bloodshed in the Prague ghetto in 1389. This elegy is recited to this day at the oldest of Prague’s synagogues on the Day of Atonement. The tragic title that my brother gave to his songs was no random choice, and after nearly six hundred years Reb Avigdor Karo’s elegy has a prophetic ring about it.

The prophecy was fulfilled in the early spring of 1939 when the German Army occupied the Czechoslovak Republic. For the nation it meant the end of all freedom and rights; for the Jews it meant in addition the Nuremburg Laws, the first step toward the subsequent slaughter at Terezin and Auschwitz. At the beginning of July, I fled across the Polish frontier to France. My brother Josef chose suicide in preference to a slow death in the concentration camps. My parents had died while the times were still peaceful, in an age when it seemed that the world would enjoy peace, if not for all time, at least for long, long years.

In the autumn of 1939, Jiff left for Slovakia, which still offered some prospects of escape. In return for bribes the Gestapo turned a blind eye when the Jews began to organize a route along the Danube to Istanbul and on to Palestine. The Danube passage was still to some extent neutral. More than a thousand refugees of all ages, from newborn babies to old people, found their way along this route at the beginning of November, in river steamers and subsequently in iron cargo barges pulled by tugs. Even at the slowest rate of sailing they were able to reach the Danube estuary within three weeks. Once in the Black Sea they were out of reach of the Gestapo. But on the river itself they were not safe. Their sluggish rate of progress was continually held up on all manner of pretexts. It was as though there was an outside force directing the movement of the ship. Even when the refugees reached the Danube delta, they were still not safe from Nazi fingers, which might hold up the ship at Sulina harbor, a mere stone’s throw from the freedom of the seas. To add to their misfortunes, the fugitives encountered frosts that were unusually early for this part of the world. River and ship were held in the tightest grip. The iron barges became a prison and the refugees had sometimes to endure up to fifty degrees of frost without even the most primitive heating arrangements and with insufficient food. Dysentery, severe influenza, and pneumonia, with all manner of complications, were rampant and occasioned innumerable deaths.

My brother wrote to me in Paris to tell me about the journeyit was something of a miracle that 1ever received his letters, and to ask for help for all concerned. As it was the beginning of the war, the various international contacts and institutions were still functioning quite efficiently: the Red Cross, the Y.M.C.A., the Danube Transport Commission, and a number of Jewish, Catholic, and Quaker charitable organizations, and I got my friends busy on the matter wherever I could. But the most effective assistance came from our fellow countrymen in Romania, initiated by my brother-in-law, and from Jan Masaryk, who prevailed upon the British Government to send out a relief ship. However, it was not until half-way through February that the refugees were delivered from their prison of ice and taken to Istanbul.

 Jin was among those rescued, if one can talk of rescue! Always a dreamer in everything he undertook, he had made no proper preparations for the voyage. His suitcases were filled with his favorite books: two hundred he took with him; consequently he had neither thought nor room for any warm clothing or a supply of food. He suffered even more than the other passengers from cold and starvation, and his pneumonia was early complicated by a severe inflammation of the kidneys. When at last he was carried on to the relief ship, he was at the end of his strength. His nephritis soon became chronic and in due course brought about his death.

I learned of his life in Palestine from the letters he wrote to me in England. His health picked up somewhat after he had landed on the shores for which he had yearned so long and had spent some time receiving treatment in hospital at Tel Aviv. Life was far from easy. Like all the refugees from Czechoslovakia who were unable to work, he received a small grant from our authorities. But it was not long before his condition worsened and he frequently had to be readmitted to the hospital. Fortunately, after the first difficulties caused by the war in this part of the world had been overcome, I was able to send him assistance from England. He translated his chasidic legends into Hebrew and planned to write a further series of stories about the chasidic saints in Czech. To bring himself some relief and a measure of joy amid his gloomy reflections, he turned once again to Hebrew poetry and published his verses in various magazines. Among these was his poem about Prague and the Old-New Synagogue. The reception given by the public was warm and lively.

At times my brother was so weakened by illness that he was unable to read. The letters in which he described his suffering, often with a brave touch of humor, made a deeply moving effect on me, especially in the passages where he wrote of his hope of recovery and subsequent return to Czechoslovakia; he told of how he was looking forward to meeting me and my children, but as a doctor I was well aware that. ... At least he had the advantage of living the last days of his life in the beneficial dry climate of Palestine and in a little piece of his long-cherished dream. He loved to get out of Tel Aviv into the country, he loved to make the journey to Jerusalem. Whenever he mentioned the beauties of the Palestinian countryside his writing became rapturous with adoration. He did not write a great deal about people, although he was held in much affection, and both friends and strangers brought him flowers when he was in the hospital. Among his closest friends were the writer Max Brod and his wife. Jiří had a great deal in common with Brod, and the two men were linked by their nostalgia for Bohemia and Prague. After Jiří had been laid to rest in the cemetery at Tel Aviv, Brod made all the necessary arrangements regarding his grave and literary estate, in particular his books, which my brother had bequeathed to the Tel Aviv library. Jiří died on the 12th of March 1943. As he lay dying, though still in full command of his faculties, Max Brod brought him the proof-sheets of a book containing my brother’s collected Hebrew poems, written in Palestine. It was plainly printed on plain paper. The title he had chosen for it indicated how great was the comfort and how soothing the balm that he derived from that meager measure of poetry that life had vouchsafed to him in spite of all his tribulation. The name he gave to the book was Me’at Tzori, which means “A Little Balsam.”
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